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The apposable thumb gives his hands a flexibility, grasping power, and
dexterity vastly superior to that of the hoofs, claws, beaks, and other
anatomical implements of the lower animals; and his upright posture re-
leases his hands for specialized activities. More importantly, man has
such elaborate vocal machinery and a so superior central nervous system
that he of all the animals is capable of articulate speech. His vocal machin-
ery is equaled only by that of apes and is far superior to that of all other
animals. And his central nervous system renders him able to use this
machinery in ways that the apes cannot. The apes learn to make a small
variety of cries, of warning, of pleasure, and of pain; but the apes can-
not, as man does, communicate with one another via a language.

These special characteristics are the biological basis for the fact that
in spite of his many inadequacies man as a species has been able to adapt
socially rather than biologically and thereby maintain his position of
dominance. They are not the reason why he is dominant; they are the
reason why he has been able to become dominant. Because he has the
kind of hands that he does and walks on his hind legs rather than all
fours, man of all the animals can learn to make and use the tools that
permit him to kill the strongest beast and fly through the air faster and
higher than can the greatest bird. Because he can communicate with his
kind via a language, he can transmit what he learns for the profit of
succeeding generations and develop the highly complex, flexible, and
dynamic modes of group organization that are the distinguishing quality
of human societies.

THE DIVERSITY AND CHANGEABILITY OF SOCIETY

The members of each society, and indeed of each group within a
society, usually believe that their particular modes of social life are the
right and proper ones for all decent and self-respecting human beings.
Thus it is that for some centuries now Christian peoples have been send-
ing missionaries out into non-Western societies to convert the poor
heathens into accepting the ways of the true God so that their souls may
be saved. And thus it is that the benighted heathens, content with their
own gods and their own social practices, have generally been disinclined
to adopt Christianity or to adhere to Christian morality, however eager
they have been for Western tobacco, whisky, and firearms.

Ethnocentrism, the belief of each group in the superiority of its own
social practices, aids in holding the group members together, in main-
taining group morale, particularly during times of crisis, and in perpetu-
ating the group ways generation after generation. But ethnocentrism has
made it exceedingly difficult for students of society, who are also mem-
bers of a society, to view the social life of various peoples with any-
thing like the detachment and impartiality with which the physicist